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NEW ARRANGEMENTS FOR THE COM-
' ING TRANSIT OF VENUS.

From the London Spectator.

Our readers will learn with interest, wo be-
lieve, that at the recent visitation of the Royal Ob-
servatory, it was proposed by Prof. Adams, (co-
discoverer with Leverrier of distant N eptune,) and
carried by a unanimous vote of the Board of Visitors,
that the Government be requested to provide the
means of organizing parties of observers in the An-
tarctic Ocean, to sclect suitable localities for observ-
ing the transit of Verus in 1874, by Halley’s mothod.
As an appeal has also been addressed by Mr. Proc-
tor, at the suggestion of “a distinguished Europcan
astronomer "—Prof. Adams, we may safely conclude
—inviting Transatlantic men of science to take parb
in similar expeditions, we believo that the public
way now look forward with confidence to the pro-
vision of such arrangemonts for observing the
transit as the requirements of the case secm
to demand. “That it is perfectly in the pow-
er of this country and America,” Mr. Proctor
remarks, in the concluding words of this appeal, “to
insure the requisite number of Southern observa-
tions, I am satisfied. There is, it is true, no time for
delay. Enecrgy andskill will be wanted, but they
have never been looked for in vain in such circum-
stances. The expeditions which would have to be
made would be no pleasure-parties, nor would they
be free from difficulties and dangers sufficient totax
the courage even of British and American seamen
But these very considerations encouragoe the stu-
dents of acience in both countries to believe that the
required effort will be made. That it should be
made, if failure is to be averted, does not seem to me
open to the slightest question.” This was written
before the news was announced that the strong in-
fluence of the Royal Observatory would be em-
ployed to advance the necessary preparations. Now
that this is known, we can have very little doubt
that everything will be done which thecase requires.

It had already been made known that Russia,
Amorica, and Germany would occupy no less than
sixteen Northern stations for employing Halley's
mothod. If corresponding provision is made in the
Southern hemisphere, as we may now reasonably
hope, this famous method will be employed more
effeetively than ever before, or than it can be again
employed until the year 2012, Astronomy, howover,
will by no means be the only science which will gain
by the proposed explorations. Probably, indeed, the
information obtained respecting the physical geogra-
phy of the Antarctic regions will be more interesting
to the general public than the improved determina-
tion of the sun’s distance, which will assuredly be
efiected, if weather and other circumstances are fa-
vorable. It must not be forgotten, however, that
the measurement of the sun’s distance has a most im-
portant bearing on astronomical relations. It is not
merely that our ideas as to the scale of the universe
depend entirely on this fundamental cstimate, but
that the actual power of our sun to supply light
and heat is, in fact, measurable only by
the measurement of his distance. All the wonder-
ful solar phenomena of which we have lately heard
so much—those phenomena which indicate the amaz-
ing activity of our sun, the storms of cyclonic fire
which rage over his enormous surface, the volcanic
outbursts which from far below that surface propel
matter even to boyond the earth’s great distance
from him—all these oporations are more or less stu-
pendous as he is at a greater or less distance from
us. ¥or the further away he is, the greater must be
his roal size, and the greater, therefore, the scale of
all the processes observed to be taking place upon
and around him. The philosophica! interest, there-
fore, of the observations and measurements to be
made during the approaching transit could hardly
be surpassed. It is well to remember, moreover,
that although the measurements of the sun’s dis-
tance can scarcely be said to have any recognized
practical value, (at present, for it is far from certain
that none will one day accrue,) the work to be done
in mastering this noblo problem will lead directly
and indirectly to results of considerable real utility.
The case is widely different from the surprising
schemo which lately agitated the Astronomical
Society, (but was most fortunately rejected by
that body,) according to which new Government
observatories were to be erected, and presumably a
new Astronomer-Royal was to be appointed, to make
solar observations with the hope of learning thence
how to predict the weather! There is nothing chi-
merical in the anticipation that results of practical
importance will be obtained from the proposed expe-
ditions to the Southern Seas. The expression of
such anticipations canmot be regarded as an attempt
to secure Government aid to science on false pre-
tenses, since they are based on a long experience.
As the Astronomer-Royal remarked nine years ago,
when advocating Antarctic expeditions for a similar
purpose, “there could be no difficulty in combining
with the astronomical questions other inquiries of
geography, geology, hydrography, magnetism, mete-
orology, natural history, or any other sabject for
which the localities are suitable.” It would be con-
trary to all former experience if results of great
practical utility failed to follow from such re-
searches.

Now that the matter is likely to be taken thorough-
ly in hand, we trust that all who bave influence to
advance schemes will exert themselves loyally, and
to their utmost, in the interests of science. In par-
ticular, we must not have any disputes as to the ut-
terly unimportant question whether the present de-
sirable state of things results from this circumstance
or that, or is due to the labors of this or that student
of science. 'We cannot too earnestly deprecate, for
instanee, the tone which has already been assumed
by ascientific contemporary, which gravely assnres
the public (as if the public could care about such a
matter!) that “in coming to their decision” the
Greenwich Board of visitors * was in no degree in-
fluenced or assisted by certain discussions which
have taken place on the subject out of doors ;" that
“ their decision would have been just the sam o, whe

ther these discussions had or had not taken place ;”
and “ that it is in fact only a realization of an old
Fro 08l by the Astronomer-Royal himself ;” and so
orth. Such considerations are altogether unworthy
of science. Their tone is sugﬁestive rather of some
petty squabble in a village school, than of a discus-
sion’ among mathematicians and astronomers.
‘We trust those who took part in * certain dis-
cussions,” (to wuse our contemporary's words,)
will not be tempted, hy the opportunity thus
afforded tbem, to descend into an arena
which they should regard as vnworthy of them. It
would, of course, be easy to show that those discus-
sions were really re(Exired, and to quote certain ver
positive refusals in high quarters to entertain the
scheme now advocated. Moreover, we ourselves
having described in former numbers how the * ol

roposal ”’ referred to by our contempo re-
fated to the Transit of 1383, not tbat of 1874, nnﬁ was
abandoned immediately after “certain discussions,”
in which the objections to that scheme were unmis-
takably indicated, should scarcely be open to blame,
if we supported onr statoments by quoting certain
passages 1n which that proposal was urged and the

resent scheme mistakenly described as impractica-

le. But though this, as a mere justification of our
accuracy, would be altogether proper, and might
even become a necessity if erroneous statements
were too often repeated elsewhere, we prefer to take
upon ourselves a pleasanter taslk. © would men-
tion, then, as in strong contrast with that petiigess
of tone to which we have referred, the generous way
in which on all dpublic occasions the Astirvnomer-
Royal has referred to Mr. Proctor’s researches, even
when optposin his conelusions. Speakin, , last
March, of the Antarctic expeditions proposed 1n onr
own columna and elsewhere, ‘‘as based entirely
upon investx%ationa by Mr. R. A. Proctor
published in the Monthly Notices of the Astrono-
mical Society for 1369, he prefaced his objections
to the proposed plans by the award of warm com-
mendation to Mr. Proctor's papers, Elsewhere, also,
ho has been elgmll generous. Itis truo that a man
so eminent as Sir George Airey can afford to be gen-
erous. His name stands so high in science, and is
based on so long and admirable a series of labors and
researches, that he cannot be affected b such ad-
missions, save to his credit, even though they relate
to work in which views different from his own have
been advocated. Still it is well to note the circum.
stance, and it is particularly gratifying to be able to
say that such generosity is characteristic of our
really eminent men of gcience. We may even sa
that at the present day this is the feature which
chiefly distinguishes trne science from what may be
called Brummagem science—that spurious science,
all show and tinsel, whose great end aud aim are self.
interest and self-glorification.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



